FOREIGN TRADE                        539
occasion they made ' a free-will offering' in relief of Dow-
gate Ward, when it was unable from poverty to raise its
contribution for the defence of the city *. Merchants of the
Hanse also settled in provincial centres, of which the chief
were Boston and Lynn.
The Hanseatic merchants were not the only foreign
traders who frequented these shores. The Gascons brought
wine, which was the main article of import as wool was the
main article of export2; and the Flemings owned a Hanse
in London8. England also carried on relations with the
city-states of Italy 4. The Tuscan merchants of Lucca and
Florence obtained a large share in the wool trade5; while
many Italians engaged in financial dealings with the Crown.
The advances made to Edward III. by the Society of the
Bardi of Florence have an historic importance, since the
inability of the English king to meet his obligations contri-
buted to bring about the failure of the Florentine bankers,
although it was not the sole cause of their insolvency. The
record of the final settlement between the Crown and the
Bardi, concluded in 1391, has recently come to light6. It
serves to show that the conduct of Edward III. and his
successor was less reprehensible than has been generally
supposed. The Crown did not repudiate its debt; between
1346 and 1391 it paid a considerable amount to the Bardi;
and the agreement of 1391 was marked by a further, though
insufficient, payment from Richard II.7
The greatest commercial city of the Middle Ages was
Venice, where English cloth found a market as early
1265 8.   At first traffic between Venice and the great Flemish
1 Letter Book K, 403.
a For the wine trade, see A. L. Simon, The History of the Wine Trade in
England (1906), which brings together the information on the subject.
8 The Flemish Hanse was formed in the thirteenth century by a number
of cities, chiefly Flemish, but some belongingto North France: E. Varenbergli,
Relations diplomatiques entre Flandre et I'Angleterre (1874), 145 seq.
4  Spanish merchants also traded here:   supra, p. 448;   and Abram,
Social England in the Fifteenth Century, 38.
5  See E. Dixon, " The Florentine Wool Trades in the Middle Ages '*,
in Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, N.S. xii. 169.
6  The credit belongs to Miss A. Beardwood, who has printed the new
material in Alien Merchants in England, 1350 to 1377, Appendix A.
7  Ibid. 6 seq.                                               8 Supra, p. 447.